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Golo Mann:
A Literary Historian
by Axel Fair-Schulz
T he German Postal system honored the 100 th anniversary of Golo
Mann's birth in 2009 with a new stamp, which displayed his face with
the caption Literarischer Historiker, meaning literary historian. This apt
description captures much about the essence of his thinking and work
as a historian, as he was a uniquely gifted writer and thus bridged the
gap between scholarly historical research and thoughtfully composed
literature. In addition to Germany, Switzerland also lays claim to Golo
Mann , as he had lived there for many years after returning from American
:xile, when Nazi Germany was finally defeated by the Allies.
Golo Mann's actual name was Angelus Gottfried Thomas Mann,
md he was a child of the eminent writer Thomas Mann, arguably the
nost well-regarded person in German letters since the death of Goethe,
,n 1832. Being the son of a Nobel laureate may explain some of Golo's
literary leanings , but he was very much a writer and historian in his
own right, who found the distinguished reputation of his father more
of a burden than a blessing. In fact, some time after Thomas Mann had
died, in his house in Kilchberg outside Zurich in 1955, Golo famously
remarked that he was afterward far more at liberty to develop his own
style and career as a writer/historian. As it is with many offspring of
celebrated parents, it was crucially and deeply psychologically important
for Golo Mann to be recognized as more than just the son of a famous
man and at long last be able to step outside of his father's shadow.
Urs Bitterli and Tilmann Lahme have attempted to capture the life
and work of Golo Mann with two voluminous biographies. Both books
are impressive efforts, with their own unique strengths and weaknesses.
Bitterli focuses more on Golo Mann as a thinker, imbedded in the debates
and discussions of his time, while Tilmann carves out the personal life
of Golo Mann, his family, his loves and relationships, as well as his
homosexual identity.
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Golo Mann was born in Munich on March 27, 1909, as the second
son and third child of Thomas and Katia Mann. His older siblings
Erika and Klaus enjoyed the attention and devotion of his parents,
who were unfortunately much less emotionally attached to Golo.
Especially Thomas was remote and distant toward Golo, who bore this
emotional negligence during his childhood. Thomas Mann's enchanting
interactions with all sorts of people are legendary, as is also the fact
that he was uniquely gifted in combining charm with detachment, and
indeed he was even utterly reserved with some of his own children.
In addition to being close to Golo's siblings Erika and Klaus, Thomas
Mann was very fond of daughter Elisabeth, whom he treated as a sort of
favorite child. She has remarked about the richness of that resplendent
relationship. However, on the other side, in addition to Golo siblings
Monika and Michael were also less honored with their father's affections.
Compounded with this dearth, there seems to have been little empathy
among the favored children for the burdens of the less esteemed brothers
and sisters. Tilmann Lahme, and others, have observed and noted how
Golo's complicated and contradictory relationship with his parents
haunted and marred him until his death.
Golo finally managed to embark on his own destiny when he left
his parental home for the Salem Boarding School in 1923. There he
found the personal and intellectual confidence to explore and develop his
talents, make friends, and slowly move outside the monumental orbit of
his father. Following his years in Salem , Golo Mann began his university
studies. After some semesters in Munich and Berlin, he finally settled
in Heidelberg and came under the influence of the philosopher Karl
Jaspers, who would also direct Golo Mann's dissertation. Titled Das
Einzelne und das /ch in Hegels Philosophie (Concerning the Terms oj
the Individual and the Ego in Hegel's Philosophy ), Jaspers first regarded
the project as very promising but ultimately became disappointed with
its execution. He called Golo Mann into his office and confronted him
with a devastating critique. While recognizing Mann's considerable
literary potential, Jaspers deemed the manuscript bereft of any original
thesis, essentially regarding it largely as a summary of Hegel's views,
rather than a coherent analysis. Jaspers emphasized that perhaps with
significant revision and time to mature, Mann's dissertation project
could develop into a significant new interpretation of Hegel but stressed
that it was, at that point, only passable as a dissertation, with only a
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very average grade. No doubt Golo was deeply impacted by Jasper's
assertion that if Thomas Mann had been aware of Golo's lack of clarity
in writing the piece the elder Mann would have been ashamed of his
son. [Tilmann, 81.]
The rise of the Nazi regime in 1933 forced Golo Mann into exile.
Thomas and Katia Mann were already living abroad and Golo was ·
commissioned to look after the family's house in Munich as well as
to help his younger siblings leave Nazi Germany. Finally, at the end
of May 1933, Golo Mann left Germany as well, and, after spending
the summer in France, he moved into the new Thomas Mann residence
near Zurich. But six weeks later, Golo Mann settled in to Saint-Cloud
within the proximity of Paris, where he worked as a German language
instructor for two years. Beginning in November 1935, he relocated,
in order to lecture in German at the University of Rennes while also
frequently visiting his family in Switzerland. In addition to his traveling
and teaching, Golo Mann became an editor for the emigre journal Die
Sammlung (The Collection). Later on, he edited the emigre journal
MajJ und Wert (Measure and Value) in Switzerland. This gained Golo
Mann an ever larger measure of his father's respect, who gradually
came to value Golo's efforts and views. Golo Mann left Switzerland
for France, when Nazi Germany invaded in May 1940. He was arrested
quite quickly and put into an internment camp. The intervention of the
Emergency Rescue Committee, combined with the efforts of several
other individuals, such as the well-connected Agnes E. Meyer (who was
a friend and patron of Thomas Mann) enabled his eventual release. He
together with his uncle, the writer Heinrich Mann, and several other
prominent writers and intellectuals, including Alma Mahler-Werfel and
Franz Werfel, crossed the Pyrenees for Spain and eventually secured
visas for the United States. Such visas were notoriously difficult to
)btain, requiring the intervention of as well as affidavits from American
:itizens. Fortunately, the Emergency Rescue Committee enjoyed the
mpport of Eleanor Roosevelt and was thus able to pull the necessary
~trings.
Arriving in the U.S., Golo Mann had to make a new life for
himself. At first, he stayed at his parent's house in Princeton, where
Thomas Mann was a visiting professor. Before he finally got a teaching
position at Olivet College in Michigan, in the autumn of 1942, Golo
Mann found himself with little to do in Princeton, as well as in
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California. Thomas and Katia Mann had moved to Pacific Palisades in
1941, and Golo followed them. A weakness in both Lahme and Bitterli 's
otherwise excellent biographical works is their perspectives on Golo
Mann's teaching careers at Olivet College and later on at Claremont
Men's College in California. Both authors emphasize Mann's more
negative recollections of those years, wherein Golo lamented about
how painfully unsophisticated his students were also commenting the
provincialism of his colleagues. Both biographies would perhaps have
benefited from broadening the archival base and context. There are
excellent studies available which look at German refugee historians in
the United States, that would have added further texture to the overall
experience of Golo Mann, thus helping the reader to understand more
fully how European, and specifically German, institutions of Higher
Education differed from those in the U.S.A. This would have fleshed
out to what extent Golo Mann's experiences were colored by notions of
European cultural superiority and/or the potentially truly low academic
standards which may have existed at those colleges [see An Interrupted
Past: German-Speaking Refugee Historians in the United States After
1933, edited by Hartmut Lehmann and James J. Sheehan, Cambridge,
UK: University of Cambridge Press Syndicate, 1991]. A more balanced
assessment of Golo Mann's years at these colleges would also involve
re-constructing the classes that he had taught there, as well as looking at
his colleagues and their accomplishments.
Golo Mann became a member of the US Army in 1943, and he was
assigned to work for the Office of Strategic Services in Washington,DC.
Further assignments took him to London and Luxembourg. Eventually,
he worked for the US Army in Frankfurt, Germany as a censor and
press officer. He left the US Army in 1946 and accepted his previously
mentioned position at Claremont College in 1947, where he would be
for the next nine years (only interrupted by occasional trips and some
longer stays to Europe). Golo Mann returned to Germany in 1956 and
worked as a Visiting Professor at the University of Milnster and, in
1960, became a full professor at the University of Stuttgart.
Golo Mann began to flourish as a writer-historian, when in 1947,
he published his book on the diplomat, conservative essayist, and
confidant of Prince Metternich at the Conference of Vienna in 1815,
Friedrich von Gentz. In 1958, Golo Mann achieved widespread acclaim
through his History of Germany during the 19th and 20th Centuries.
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Yet, his greatest triumph came with the publication of his monumental
Wallenstein biography, which narrates the life and times of Prince
Wallenstein during the Thirty Year's War. Mann's main residence was
now in Switzerland, and Bitterli keenly observes why Golo Mann opted
for Switzerland, rather than staying in West Germany. Deeply suspicious
of Germany and the Germans after his experiences with Nazism, he
wanted to be both part and parcel of German culture and literature while
maintaining a certain distance to Germany. Switzerland offered him the
opportunity to be in the greater German cultural sphere, without being
in Germany [Bitterli, p. 229].
His suspicions toward Germany came into greater focus on the
eve of German re-unification in 1990, when Golo Mann voiced his
reservations about the dangers of a new German super-state. He clearly
would have preferred West and East Germany to continue as independent
and sovereign countries, and both Bitterli and Lahme chronicle this
viewpoint eloquently.
Shortly after German unification in 1990, Golo Mann's physical
and mental health began to decline; he died on April 7, 1994, at the age of
85. As mentioned before, both Bitterli and Lahme approach Golo Mann
with great nuance, breadth, and fairness. Scholars interested in Golo
Mann as a thinker in the context of his time would very much benefit
from Bitterli 's book, and those interested in Golo Mann as a person,
including the importance of his homosexuality and how it interacted
with his moderate conservative world view, would benefit more from
Lahme's work. Both are highly recommended.
State University of New York at Potsdam
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